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School administrators are constantly 
confronted with the query, "What do the 
people think about it?" Facts, figures, 
costs, and other forms of quantitative 
data and information are readily assem- 
bled and understood. Public reaction, 
opinions, beliefs, and ideas, the often 
important qualitative data necessary for 
the solution of educational administra- 
tive problems, are more elusive and dif- 
ficult to obtain. 


OPINIONS ARE IMPORTANT... 


A sharp increase in the significance 
and importance of opinions and public 
reactions to ideas and problems has been 
noted in the past decade. Business, in- 
dustry, government, and education have 
made increasing use of surveys, polls 
and samplings of people's beliefs, feel- 
ings, and attitudes. A definite trend 
has been established in the direction of 
gauging andutilizing opinion information 


Professional educators are inviting 
more and more opportunities for lay par- 
ticipation in the process of seeking 
best answers to a variety of educational 
problems. Likewise, ever greater efforts 
are being expended toward developing 
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better informed publics. Lay advisory 
committees, citizens' committees on edu- 
cation, staff participation in policy 
formation, and similar social mechanisms 
are being employed to democratize and 
involve larger numbers in decision-mak- 
ing functions. During the past few 
years, several large school systems have 
conducted extensive opinion surveys in 
seeking solutions to crucial local 
educational problems. 


People's reactions, ideas and opinions 
on a question may be obtained in a vari- 
ety of formal and informal ways. Com- 
mittee and group interrogation, personal 
interviews, opinion polls and reports on 
public reactions to "trial balloons" are 
some of the techniques employed by good 
administrators. A major difficulty 
arises in obtaining an adequate cross- 
section of reactions to qualify as a 
representative sampling. Often opinions 
and reactions are desired from persons 
other than those contacted through com- 
mittee activities, school-connected or- 
ganizations, and private interviews. 


HOW OPINIONS ARE OBTAINED... 


Gathering reliable opinion data is not 
an easy task. During the last decade the 
field of public opinion research and 
techniques has evolved from an academic 
hobby and commercial toy to a discipline 
of its own. Sharp differentiation should 
be made between ordinary informational 
and status studies obtained by question- 
naire and interview techniques and stud- 
ies involving beliefs, feelings, and 
degrees of intensity with which opinions 
are held. The following suggestions may 
be helpful: 


1. An organized, carefully prepared in- 
strument, opinionnaire, questionnaire, 
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or check-sheet is absolutely necessary 
as the basis of a consistent outlined 
approach to obtaining opinion data. 


2. The effectiveness of the interview 
instrument is directly proportional to 
the effort and care that goes into its 
preparation. 


3. Personal interviews with interview 
instruments produce better results than 
impersonal mail-out contacts. 


4. Wording of the interview instrument 
is very important--keep it simple, avoid 
cliches, watch semantics. 


5. Make directions explicit. 


6. Most people appear to want to remain 
anonymous--do not ask them to sign their 
names, and assure them of the confiden- 
tiality with which the information will 
be respected. 


7. Keep the interview instrument short-- 
not over 12 categories with appropriate 
response items. 


8. Provide convenient means of respond- 
ing--simple checking of statements is 
good. 


9. Avoid open-end questions except where 
specifically needed. Opinion data ob- 
tained from open-end questions are most 
difficult to interpret and handle. 


10. Category items that can be answered 
with "yes" or "no" provide meager meas- 
ures of the degree of intensity of 
feelings on a subject. 


ll. Provide for a try-out of the instru- 
ment before arranging it in final form. 


12. Provide several response items on 
each category arranged from "hot" to 
"cold," "for" or "against," or "approve" 
or "disapprove." For example: Check the 
response that best represents your feel- 
ings on competitive athletics in Junior 
High School: 

ae. heartily approve 

b.___ approve with reservations 

no _ opinion 

d. disapprove 

e. heartily disapprove 


The interpretation and use of opinion 
data are exacting tasks. Most respond- 


ents are interested in what others have 
to say about the topics and questions. 
Reports of the survey sent to partici- 
pants may provide the good will nectes- 
sary for participation in a subsequent 
survey. The report of a survey serves 
as a means of communication and further 
opinion conditioner. A variety of other 
uses of the information obtained will 
present themselves in planning proce- 
dures, public relations, communication, 
and similar activities where opinion in- 
formation is desirable. 


Opinion data furnish assistance in 
differentiating conflicting issues as 
understood by various segments of the 
population such as rural, urban and sub- 
urban. Opposition and conflict may be 
discovered which may be valuable guides 
for communicating information for the 
promotion of better understandings. 


OPINION LEADERS ARE CONTACTS... 


Identifying and utilizing the opinion 
leadership in a community is another fa- 
cet of the important task of extending 
and broadening contacts with the public. 
The alert educational leader will recog- 
nize the value of such methods and tech- 
niques as suggested here in order that 
contacts with the citizens may be both 
extended and made more effective. School 
administrators may find that surveys to 
obtain opinions have values equal to 
building, curriculum, population and 
other surveys in school administration. 


Recent research in gauging public 
opinion on school concerns and issues 
indicates that opinion leaders in social 
groups of a community are a fairly reli- 
able source for getting a representative 
sampling of public opinion. The study 
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indicated that there was a close corre- 
lation between responses and reactions 
obtained from the opinion leaders and 
members of the group. Likewise, opinion 
leaders demonstrated excellent efficien- 
cy as media for disseminating informa- 
tion in the community. It was also shown 
that opinion leaders have a high degree 
of importance and effectiveness in opin- 
ion formation and modification. 


There is good reason to believe that 
locating and using opinion leadership in 
the community provides one effective 
short cut for broad representative con- 
tacts with the people. The literature in 
social psychology and sociology de- 
scribes the role of "leaders," "prestige 
persons," "influentials," "elites," 
"opinion leaders," and the like as very 
important persons in the group process. 
These people are considered by the group 
as a media for communicating informa- 
tion, and as being informed on important 
civic and educational concerns. It is 
reasonable to believe, then, that the 
effective school administrator will seek 
out and utilize opinion leadership. 


IDENTIFYING OPINION LEADERS... 


A primary source for information about 
vertical and horizontal social groupings 
and opinion leaders in those groups in a 
community are the key citizens in the 
locality. The school superintendent, 
ranking governmental officials, bankers, 
industrialists, labor leaders, service 
organization leaders, newspaper editors, 
and others with broad civic interests 
and contacts are key citizens. Such per- 
sons are quite aware of groups such as 
the American Legion: a vertical social 
group with membership from all strata of 
social and economic life in the area. 
These persons will also know of the hor- 
izontal social groups such as the Wo- 
man's Club, Chamber of Commerce, and 
similar groups representing specialized 
interests. Key citizens appear to under- 
stand and give ready response to the 
query, "Who are the persons in a given 
community social grouping to whom others 
in the group turn for advice and counsel 
regarding matters of educational and 
civie concern?" 
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A survey of community opinion leader- 
ship through interviews with selected 
key citizens in the community will re- 
sult in an excellent list of individuals 
who may provide a fairly representative 
source of contact with the people. As a 
check on the list of persons obtained, 
and as a second step in locating opinion 
leadership, observations should be made 
of the named opinion leaders with regard 
to their functions in the group process. 
It would be a remarkable situation in 
which the school administrator or any 
one person could personally observe the 
various social groups of a community in 
action. However, the administrator has 
many means at his disposal to aid in 
such observations. Many staff members 
are members of various social groups in 
the area and may be enlisted to help ob- 
serve while at the same time growing in 
usefulness as aids in working with and 
utilizing the existing opinion leader- 
ship. Continuous observation of groups 
in action has the additional benefit of 
discovering "emerging opinion leader- 
ship" and detecting new "influentials." 


UTILIZING OPINION LEADERS... 


1. Opinion Surveys: As previously inti- 
mated, a strategic use of opinion lead- 
ers lies in contacting them for repre- 
sentative, grass roots reactions or 
"sounding boards" for ideas, issues, in- 
novations, and suggested changes for the 
improvement of education. 


2. Communications: Tell the story to the 
opinion leaders; they will assist in in- 
forming the public. Keep opinion leaders 
fully informed. Be sure they have the 
correct, accurate story. 


3. Opinion Determiners: Opinion leaders 
are "doers" and "thinkers" who exert in- 
fluence. Assist and utilize them to aid 
in the opinion formation process. 


4. Lay Advisors: Opinion leaders make 
valuable contributors on lay advisory 
committees formed to seek solutions 
to specific educational problems. Group 
discussion and activity on the part of 
opinion leaders tends to temper extre- 
mists among the group. 


5. Public Relations: Public relations is 


the harmony of understanding between 
groups and the publics being served, and 
upon whose good will they depend. Opin- 
ion leaders can be used effectively in 
the promotion of harmonious understand- 
ings between schools and the public. 


6. Redefining Education: The emerging 
and changing role of education in socie- 
ty calls for continuous efforts toward 
assisting people to redefine education 
in terms of current community needs. 
Opinion leaders can be most helpful in 
promoting community understandings and 
acceptance of changes in education and 
the differences between schools of today 
and those of twenty-five years ago. 


7. Understanding the Changing Role of 
the School Administrator: The adminis- 
trator's direct contact and work with 
opinion leaders in the community pro- 
vides an excellent opportunity to alert 
the public to the changing role of the 
school administrator. An experienced 
school administrator is keenly aware of 
the many changes that have been taking 


place in his duties and responsibili- 
ties. He is expected to be a social’ 
engineer, educator, leader, business 
executive, organizer, and catalyst for 
progress and community improvement. 
Opinion leaders can be very useful in 
the development of more comprehensive 
community appreciation of what is being 
expected of school leaders. 


SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS... 


The implication is clear that educa- 
tional leadership needs to possess the 
"know-how" and the "tools" with which to 
establish, maintain, and utilize broad 
community contacts. The opinions of the 
people, what they think, and how they 
feel about educational problems are not 
to be treated lightly in a society dedi- 
cated to the principles of democracy. 


Opinion leaders are important as media 
for communication, as factors affecting 
the opinion formation process in social 
groupings, and as community leaders. 


FOR YOUR OWN PLANNING... 


them advantageously? 


1. In what respects are you now identifying local opinion lead Rees 
ve, 


JAN § 1069 


Library 


Does this article suggest ways in which you can make better use of people's 
opinions and ideas in the solution of administrative problems? 


How do you propose to broaden community contacts and make better utilization 
of people's ideas and opinions on educational topics? Could you start by in- 
itiating an opinion leadership survey? 
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